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Less than a week after President Raul Cubas Grau took office, opposition leaders were calling for his
impeachment. The action followed the president's decree commuting the sentence of former Gen.
Lino Cesar Oviedo, serving a 10-year sentence for a 1994 attempted coup. Despite serious social and
economic problems, the polemic surrounding Oviedo continues to overshadow all else in Paraguay,
and is now pitting the president, Oviedo, and the Tribunal Militar Extraordinario against Congress
and the Corte Suprema de Justicia.
The political crisis, a confrontation between branches of government unprecedented in the last half
century, erupted three days after Cubas Grau's Aug. 15 inauguration when he commuted Oviedo's
sentence to time served, allowing Oviedo to walk out of prison (see NotiSur, 08/21/98). Oviedo had
been sentenced in March by the Tribunal Militar Extraordinario to 10 years in prison on charges
stemming from the attempted coup. The sentence was upheld by the Corte Suprema de Justicia
April 17 (see NotiSur, 03/20/98).
Cubas defended his release of Oviedo, saying he campaigned on two pledges: to resolve Paraguay's
serious financial crisis and fight for Oviedo's release. He also said he consulted with national
and international judicial organizations who confirmed the legality of his decision. "I've used the
constitutional power given to presidents to fulfill a campaign promise," said Cubas Grau. "What I
legally decreed yesterday does not differ from my campaign promise."
Despite Cubas' consistent pledge during his campaign to release Oviedo, the swiftness of his
action took politicians by surprise and brought immediate condemnation. The president's brother,
Minister of Industry and Trade Carlos Cubas, resigned in protest. Further angering opponents,
the president purged the army of officers critical of Oviedo and returned to active duty 200 officers
discharged following the aborted coup.
Cubas Grau also retired all members of the Tribunal Militar Extraordinario who had been involved
in Oviedo's trial. The new Tribunal Militar Extraordinario then promptly overturned Oviedo's
conviction, absolving him of all charges and returning his military rank and privileges. On Aug.
28, the Tribunal Superior de Justicia Electoral (TSJE) ruled that Oviedo can vote and run for office.
Oviedo then made matters worse by announcing plans to tour the country in a campaign to win the
leadership of the governing Asociacion Nacional Republicana (ANR, Partido Colorado).

President's opponents form coalition
The day after Oviedo's release, leaders of the major political groups, including leaders of
Cubas' Partido Colorado, joined forces and called for his impeachment. They formed the Frente
Democratico Nacional (FDN), which includes political parties, unions, and civic organizations,
and called on Cubas Grau to resign. Among those meeting were the head of the governing board
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of the ANR, Bader Rachi Lichi; Domingo Laino of the Partido Liberal (PLRA); Carlos Filizzola
of the Partido Encuentro Nacional (PEN); and Carlos Ljubetic of the Partido Revolucionario
Febrerista (PRF). "This unhappy situation is uniting all the groups interested in consolidating the
institutionality of the republic," said Rachi.
Impeachment will not be easy. It requires the consent of two-thirds of parliament, and Oviedo's
supporters can count on three more than the minimum needed to block such an attempt. The
political upheaval has nonetheless paralyzed the country. Political columnist Carlos Martini warned
that the president's action could become the most serious crisis since the fall of dictator Gen.
Alfredo Stroessner (1954-1989).
On Aug. 20, Congress voted to censure the president, the first step toward possible impeachment
proceedings. On Aug. 23, opponents of Cubas formally asked the Camara de Diputados to initiate
impeachment hearings against the president for abuse of power. After a five-hour special session, 65
of 121 deputies present approved a motion repudiating Cubas' release of Oviedo. The matter went
to the constitutional committee Aug. 26. Congress also sent the Corte Suprema de Justicia a petition
to annul Cubas Grau's decree commuting Oviedo's sentence. "The principal argument is that this
decree exceeds the limits established by the Constitution for the executive's power to commute
sentences," said opposition Deputy Marcelo Duarte.
After receiving the petition, the court requested copies of all files relating to the presidential decree
and the military tribunal's action, but the tribunal has refused to turn over the files. The Corte
Suprema de Justicia has now begun hearings into the matter, and it has issued a contempt citation
against the head of the military court, Gen. Pablo Idoyaga, for failing to turn over the files.
Economic solutions tied to Oviedo Cubas Grau took over a country in dire economic straits. On
Aug. 24, Congress warned it would not give him a "blank check" to confront the economic problems
unless he first resolved the political instability that his commutation of Oviedo's sentenced caused.
Congressional leaders said they will seriously consider Cubas Grau's economic proposals but
will not rush them through, and they pointed out that the political crisis is driving away foreign
investors. "The legislators have the duty to endorse the check, and, to do that, we must first
understand very well who will administer it and exactly who will benefit," said Congress president
Luis Gonzalez Macchi, adding that it will not be easy for the administration to convince Congress of
its good intentions.
Much of the political chaos is a continuation of the internecine wrangling in the Partido Colorado,
which appears on the verge of rupture. About 1,000 Oviedo supporters surrounded the party offices
on Aug. 28, preventing party officials from entering. The dominant faction of the Partido Colorado
is controlled by Vice President Luis Maria Argana. Other factions include Oviedo supporters as well
as those loyal to former president Juan Carlos Wasmosy. Argana and his supporters want to leave
Cubas without legislative support, and to divide the "Oviedists" and the "Cubists." That could force
the president to change his Cabinet or resign in favor of Argana.
Powerful interests also want to defend the ANR state and military bureaucracies that have been
developed during the party's more than half century in power. The party faithful, who have
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benefitted in state jobs and who respond both in mobilizations and in elections, are now faced
with layoffs as the economic crisis has forced Cubas Grau to cut as many as 400 key employees and
curtail privileges.
The political opposition, led by Laino and Filizzola, would prefer Argana in the presidency, seeing
him as more predictable than Cubas, according to some Paraguayan analysts. They also fear Oviedo
loyalists will take away their share of power carefully worked out during the past five years with
Wasmosy, who made deals with the opposition because he lacked support from Argana's faction of
the ANR.
Meanwhile, on Aug. 20, after spending a night in the Argentine Embassy to avoid being served a
subpoena, Wasmosy took his oath of office as a senator for life, a position offered former presidents,
and which carries with it immunity from prosecution. Congressional leaders have said they are on
"extreme alert" in this political crisis and fear it could evolve into a new dictatorship in Paraguay.
[Sources: Notimex, 08/19/98; Inter Press Service, 08/19/98, 08/22/98; Associated Press, 08/18/98,
08/23/98; Clarin (Argentina), 08/24/98; Reuters, 08/18/98, 08/25/98; CNN, 08/20/98, 08/28/98; Spanish
news service EFE, 08/19/98, 08/24/98, 08/26/98, 08/28/98, 09/09/98; El Nuevo Herald (Miami),
08/23/98, 08/26/98, 08/28/98, 09/09/98; Associated Press, 09/09/98]
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